Lyndon (1844) an effective case study for analyzing how name 1 In 1840, Thackeray praised Fielding, his favorite novelist, describing his attraction to Jonathan Wild, "an ironic study not only of criminality, but also of society"s definition of the terms "greatness" and "heroism"" (qtd. in Sanders x-xi). Though Thackeray would eventually come to describe his own protagonist as unlikable, I would argue that Barry"s attempts to change his life through imposture were heroic in scale and quantity. 2 The assumption of audience distaste is a fraught one, promoted even by Thackeray"s most illustrious biographers Gordon Ray and George Saintsbury. It is based on the idea that readers disliked an unsympathetic protagonist or rebelled against the sharpness of Thackeray"s satire. Contributing factors inferred include poor sales for the periodical issues in which the novel was originally serialized, the fact that the book was not released as a bound volume until well after Thackeray had become famous for Vanity Fair (1848) , and the recollection by his cousin that he had given up on writing it because he was "afraid" of his audience (Beddingfield 12).
Read in this light, imposture is necessarily negative. However, the practice of identity manipulation most frequently designated as imposture can be read as an admirable attempt to exert personal agency within a particular historical moment.
Literary impostors are valuable subjects of study because they exaggerate the practices necessary to all identity construction, and do so to such an extent that they render the process and strategies visible. No Victorian literary character offers a better, more pedagogically conscious exemplar than does Barry Lyndon.
Impostors perceive the gap between their assigned signifier and their consciousness. The radicalism of their rebellion is the implication that one"s given name may be declined, that by the assertion of will one can be a different, self-made, kind of man.
This is a form of personal and social mobility by which individuals empower themselves to craft a new, sometimes more accurate personal narrative; but then the onus is on the individual to promote, distribute, and gain social acceptance for the new identity.
With advances in the transportation system and the rapidly evolving moral and economic relationship to risk, mid-century Victorian readers were in the best possible position to imagine and recognize opportunities for pursuing new identities. While the desire for self-determination was not new to the Victorians, the industrial capital and technological innovations to realize it were unique to the period. The ability to physically transport oneself to a new place and begin a new life was a reality for an increasing Furthermore, the model these terms may constitute is predicated on the understanding of identity not as an essence, but rather as a nexus of narratives developed for strategic deployment. 4 In this model, successful identity manipulation depends upon the mastery of three interdependent competencies: interpersonal literacy, recursive scripting, and confidence networking.
Interpersonal Literacy
At its most concrete level, interpersonal literacy means the ability to "read" people and to decipher individual and community responses to self-representations, which imply a consciousness that one is being read. Physiognomy, the study of faces, is an ancient practice, though readers of 19 th -century fiction are better (358), and they provide a helpful analogy for considering the relationships among impostors, their interpersonal literacy and self-scripting skills, and the confidence network in which they operate. Every impostor wants her or his new name and story to be socially accepted, and every community wants to eliminate the anxiety of uncertainty by investigating and defining the individual, locating her or him on the spectrum of worthiness, and then filing the newcomer away as known "inventory" or casting her or him out as a danger. The relationship is one of paradoxically competing and mutual desires;
if it sounds like a game, it should, for this is how Barry Lyndon explicitly treats identity play, as discussed more fully below.
I offer these terms as an historically specific means of studying how an impostor"s practices enable us to excavate and reconstruct the methods by which such characters demonstrate to readers how to play with one"s identity, the results identity It will prove significant that his name is the device by which we learn that Barry is in all things given both to exaggeration and boasting. We learn that he has been trained in self-promotion by his mother, a scheming beauty and a skilled pedagogue in the rules of shabby gentility. She has literally and figuratively embroidered the family coat of arms, manufacturing physical evidence to support grand narrative claims for their name: "We were princes…. This I know to be the fact, for my mother has often told me the story, and besides had worked it in a worsted pedigree which hung … at Barryville where we lived" (4). The irony and the pun in a "worsted pedigree" would not have been lost on Thackeray"s keen readers.
Barry"s mother ensures that her son has fundamental knowledge about self-representation insofar as he knows that it is both possible and desirable to attempt to influence the way others perceive him. In Chapter III, titled "I Make a False Start in the Genteel World," our hero recounts his flight to Dublin as a young man because he mistakenly believes he has killed a man in a duel. At the suggestion of his cousin and his mother, relative amateurs at identity manipulation, he travels under the name of "Mr. Redmond," a facile, novice"s choice of a new alias for being
an easily decoded reversal of his real name, Redmond Barry.
Without any maternal prompting, he soon embellishes his alias with what he thinks will be an aristocratic flourish "of the Waterford Redmonds" (52) and determines to be taken for a gentleman in his new life. As he understands lavish spending and drinking oneself to sleep to be two important criteria for credibility, he is careful to tell the reader, "I made a point to act the fine gentleman completely, and, I assure you, succeeded in my part to admiration" (49). Even at this early stage, he is aware that the successful deployment of his new identity is, and will require the maintenance of, a performance to validate the proffered story of his identity.
Unfortunately, Barry"s first performance will ultimately be sabotaged by his under-developed ability to read others and his obliviousness to the fact that they are reading him. This weakness is revealed at the outset of his escape to Dublin wherein he reports being quizzed by a fellow traveler on the road:
I made part of the journey … with a well-armed gentleman … dressed in green and a gold cord, with a patch on his eye and riding a powerful mare. He asked me … whither I was bound, and whether my mother was not afraid on account of the highwayman to let one so young as myself to travel? But I said, pulling out one of them from a holster, that I had a pair of good pistols that had already done execution and were ready to do it again; and here … he put spurs into his bay mare and left me. She was a much more powerful animal than mine, and besides, I did not wish to fatigue my horse, wishing to enter Dublin … in reputable condition. (50) Barry is so personally illiterate that he fails to realize that at he is talking to none other than the Highwayman himself. While we experienced readers of literature and other persons note such literary conventions as the traveler"s excessive arms, fine clothing, and the eye-patch advertising his piratical identity, these clues are lost on Barry, who assumes he has merely been snubbed. In terms of his progress as a budding impostor, he at least knows enough to arrive in Dublin in a manner consistent with the fine gentleman he claims to be, not a windblown rider on a lathered mount.
Further down the road, Barry sees a crowd surrounding a carriage from which his former companion is bounding away. He there discovers Mrs. Fitzsimons, whose jewels and money have just been liberated. Barry offers himself to the dame in distress as an armed escort into Dublin and a "young gentleman of large fortune," owning parenthetically to the reader that "this was not
true; but what is the use of crying bad fish? My mother instructed me early in that sort of prudence" (52). His recollection of maternal tutelage underscores the idea that identity manipulation is a learned discipline and participates in the nascent middle-class
Victorian discourse of self-improvement that is developing outside the pages of the book. But here as throughout the novel, Barry has dangerous overconfidence in the quality of his scripting skills:
These mishaps I sincerely commiserated; and knowing her by her accent to be an Englishwoman, deplored the differences … between the two countries, and said that in our country (meaning England) such atrocities were unknown.
"You, too, are an Englishman?" said she, with rather a tone of surprise. (51) Barry thinks he is reading her by her accent and identifies her as a representative of a superior race, as the more prejudiced of Thackeray"s British readers might also have done; but Barry fails to realize that she is reading him as an Irish country boy so provincial as to mistake a town-dweller"s dialect for the language of a different country. When she cautions him about the rogues and adventurers he will meet in Dublin, we glimpse the delicious irony that Mrs. Fitzsimons herself may be a sort of highwayman in drag (52).
Mrs. Fitzsimons clearly has the more highly developed level of interpersonal literacy; but her quick recognition and appropriation The Fitzsimonses" character reference is the first step toward building a reputation within the confidence network that will make Barry"s tendered identity narrative acceptable to the community.
With the first offer of credit, he will have convinced two parties that he is who he claims to be, and this constitutes a frame of reference for him that generates fiscal and social credibility. It is Pivot 1.1 important to note that others are now doing the impostor"s work for him, for in its capacity as a device of mutual authentication, the confidence network can be seen as supporting and participating in the very practices it ostensibly seeks to discover and prevent. 5 In this case, it promotes an impostor"s cause since doing so works to the community"s short-term financial benefit.
Despite his progress, the limits of Barry"s underdeveloped interpersonal literacy are exposed when he is so completely immersed in his new role that he inquires at the post office for letters to Mr. Redmond. A more advanced player would realize they would never come: his mother has addressed them all to his real name, Mr. Barry. She is not proficient enough in the art of imposture to know that he must conduct all his business in character to maintain the consistency required by the confidence network.
As the weeks wear on and the Fitzsimonses" syndicate empties his The confidence network of people within which Barry tendered his claims detected an inconsistency between his narrative and his performance, which triggered a domino effect of doubt and cued the Fitzsimonses to take steps to alleviate the anxiety of their suspicions and investigate the frame they had constructed for Barry as a rich, unworldly dupe. What they found destroyed their frame and shredded the script of Barry"s new, constructed 6 Theoretically, Barry would have been exposed for using his real name at the pawnbrokers, not the alias he remembers tendering. This would have given the Fitzsimonses grounds for doubting his claim, but the fact that he used his alias means that, unlike his mistake at the post office, he knew enough to remain in character during business transactions, even though this meant committing commercial fraud. So what at first glance appears to be a logical error is in fact the Fitzsimonses alerting him to the fact that they know he has committed a legally actionable crime. For discussion of Thackeray"s tendency to disregard factual error, see McCarthey and Shillingsburg. Barry"s manoeuvre astutely seizes an opportunity to engage in some creative confidence networking. All those capable of corroborating Barry"s "real" name have gone to the front.
Additionally, by tendering the name of a real, very famous and very dead person, he has not claimed to be insane, but his claim to such an obviously false identity convinces the doctor to officially validate-and circulate within the confidence networkthe new identity Barry actually desires: that of a mad man. Barry now understands how to get the confidence network to do his work for him.
When the doctor leaves for the front, Barry begins to "recover" and woos Lischen, the nurse, both for pleasure and profit: he is advanced enough at networking to cultivate a corroborator for the next draft of his identity narrative. He then frightens off
Fakenham"s servant and attends to the irascible patient himself.
What appears to be altruism is in fact a strategy for conducting an identity theft. Barry reveals: "I was determined to escape, and to Though it would have been distressing to the average Victorian reader, the Derridian concept of play is particularly apt for the study of a gambler and identity player such as Barry, and for illuminating the lack of fixed meaning between a name and an individual that Thackeray leads modern thinkers to consider . Indeed, once stolen, the name constitutes a Barry of Lyndon (280).
By cataloguing Barry"s narrative and onomastic products, I wish to suggest that the threat he posed for Victorian readers was less his gambling, fraudulence, and social climbing than his insistence on the constructedness and malleability of identity.
7
No other character in 19 th -century British literature so persistently embodies the idea that identity is not essential, but is rather a series of accreted iterations of narrative gambits.
Barry exposes this with his aggressive narrative self-fashioning to illuminate the opportunities for intervention into a process of identity formation that offers more possibility for selfdetermination than did the unified humanist subject.
Barry is a gambler by trade and by nature who stakes everything (as do most impostors) on the temporary reprieve that a new name and life-story offer, knowing that this is a drastically contingent life. Gamblers expect to lose sometimes in 7 In the absence of contemporary records that would solve the mystery of the serial version"s presumed commercial failure, scholars have been forced to hypothesize from circumstantial evidence. To the usual factors cited, I would add Trollope"s insistence in that the novel is not a training manual for gambling and vice, along with Leslie Stephen"s 1856 review aimed at asserting a moral foundation within the tale, which suggests that Victorian readers had significant reservations about the ethical implications of raising a peripatetic gambler to the level of fit literary subject. From this template, Professor Lyndon"s rules for playing with one"s identity may be collected under four interdependent basic premises and summarized from the rest of the novel as follows. imagination. An agent has to be able to imagine a different existence in order to identify, seize, or create an opportunity to shape and launch one.
Barry"s lessons in lying and rendering liars legible, and the model for studying identity manipulation that his prolific impostures suggest, give us a way to think about identity construction and self-determination within a historically and culturally specific period. Along with the pleasures of reading novels about imposture, we, like the Victorians, can derive pleasure in cultivating our own interpersonal literacy so that we may read others more effectively, even as we study how we revise our own scripts and navigate the confidence networks we encounter.
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